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Ready Reference Form
Goal: Expand Vocabulary Strategy: Use Prior Knowledge and Context 

to Predict and Confirm Meaning

Definition

Why Children
Need This
Strategy

Secret to
Success

How We
Teach It

Troubleshooting

Context clues are the words, phrases, and sentences surrounding an unfamiliar
word that give clues or hints to its meaning.

Students learn to use context clues to determine the meanings of words, but not
all words can be figured out in this way. At times readers must piece together the
meaning with the hints that are given, use the information they already have,
and infer the meaning of the word.

Knowing some of the clue words that are used as context words, such as but,
however, unlike, means, in other words, also known as, etc., helps the reader fig-
ure out the meaning of the word. Punctuation may also provide clues to the
meaning of a word.

Learning specific types of context clues helps students use the information around
the unknown word to infer its meaning. We teach students five types of context
clues: 

synonym, definition, example, contrast, inference

We introduce this strategy as a whole-group lesson. We explain the steps in figur-
ing out the meaning of an unfamiliar word or phrase through the use of context
clues. We teach the class these different context clues, what they mean, and how
to use them with the steps below.

When readers come to a word they don’t know, they use this plan to check for
context clues and to understand the text:
◆ Check for a context clue that is right there in the sentence.  
◆ If readers find a context clue, they will reread the sentence with the new term

or clue in mind. 
◆ The students think to themselves what the sentence says using this context

clue.
◆ If readers don’t find a clue or understand the main point the author is making,

they will have to try a different strategy to figure out the word, such as asking
someone the meaning or using a dictionary.

If a student has a difficult time figuring out context clues, we step back and teach
different “clue words” for each of the context clues.

Students may also have difficulty self-monitoring. We layer on the accuracy strat-
egy of Cross Checking, because many times they stumble on checking themselves
to see whether what they are inferring looks right, sounds right, and makes
sense. Cross Checking integrates comprehension and is a self-monitoring strategy.
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